Abstract. Afghanistan has 6 neighbors: Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan (to the north), Iran (to the West), Pakistan (to the South-East), and China (to the remote East). Intervention and continuous war as well as insecurity are the main thematic areas of poverty in Afghanistan. Moreover, in many cases, poverty in Afghanistan is mainly a ected by economic and political policies of neighboring countries. erefore, lack of economic and political integration at the regional level has increased the poverty in Afghanistan.
INTRODUCTION
" e concepts of poverty have developed rapidly over the last thirty years, and international attention is now focused more sharply on poverty reduction than it was twenty years ago (Agola & Awange, 2014, p. 41 )". Poverty is a big challenge all around the world, especially, in non-developed and developing countries. Poverty is not just about money and it is not easy to de ne it because poverty a ects di erent people in di erent ways. For example, in many communities it is about access to basic needs such as food, health, and education.
Moreover, poverty di ers from country to country, region to region, and community to community. In order to better illustrate the issue of poverty, this paper addresses the situation of poverty in Afghanistan. It is noteworthy that three decades of continued war in Afghanistan has caused widespread poverty in the country. All the country's infrastructure destroyed by war has caused poverty in the country. Poverty has spread to such an extent that people do not have access to even basic needs.
War has caused insecurity in the country and has been detrimental to the reduction of poverty. Moreover, almost 6 million Afghans ed the country and immigrated to other countries, and about one million
OVERALL POVERTY IN AFGHANISTAN
Why poverty in Afghanistan? "More than two decades of con ict, interspersed with a number of serious earthquakes, and culminating in a severe nationwide drought in 1999 -2001, had dramatic impacts on the Afghan population and particularly its poorest segments (World Bank, 2005, p. 16) ". Approximately 9 million Afghans are not able to meet their basic needs. On average, the poor are only able to consume at a level equal to 78 percent of the estimated cost of basic needs. While 36 percent of the population cannot meet basic consumption needs, there are many more people who are highly susceptible to becoming poor (Ministry of Economic MoE, 2010) . Poverty in Afghanistan exists in accordance with di erent dimensions such as low income, unemployment, illiteracy, disabilities, lack of basic public services, and security problem. Table 1 describes that the high percent of poverty at the national level is mainly related to people who are living in remote areas including rural and Kuchi 1 . It is estimated that about 80 percent of the population lives in remote areas. erefore, the poverty in the remote areas is close to the national average. As a result, the poverty rate among the Kuchi population is very high (54 percent), as well as in rural areas (36 percent). In urban areas, compared to the rural and Kuchi areas, the poverty rate is lower (29 percent). e analysis of the survey of National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment NRVA 2011-12 indicates that "poverty has not changed over time, with about 36 percent of the population still consuming below the poverty line. Poverty remains higher in rural areas and amongst the Kuchi population (CSO, 2014, p. 50)". 
METHODS
In the past 10 years, the Government of Afghanistan has conducted two important national surveys covering key issues across the country. erefore, this research paper is a descriptive study and discussion of secondary data. e research paper is mainly based on information of National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment of Afghanistan (NRVA 2007 /08), NRVA 2011 /12, Central Statistic Organization (CSO 2014 , and poverty status in 2010 based on a report of the Ministry of Economy of Afghanistan. Poverty in Afghanistan is a big challenge for the government and all communities across the country. e key dimensions of poverty in Afghanistan have been described, of which the prolonged insecurity and con ict are the main issues.
Relevant data has been analyzed using both qualitative and quantitative methods. Quantitative data is described based on descriptive statistics and some charts, tables, and gures are drawn for better description. It is notable that the data of this research paper is up to date and shows the reality on the ground.
FINDINGS

Key Indicators of Poverty in Afghanistan
ere are many indicators of overall poverty in Afghanistan. Widespread poverty that has always plagued the people of Afghanistan is a product of several factors over the years that will require comprehensive assessment and research. Poverty in society is dependent on several factors, but those mainly related to the problems of poverty in Afghanistan can be seen as follows:
War and Insecurity
One of the most important indicators of poverty in Afghanistan is the war, and lack of security or poor security. ree decades of war across the country destroyed all infrastructures and displaced hundreds of thousands of people and disrupted their routine living in the country.
Without security, people cannot have a safe life and their facilities cannot be used reasonably. e absence of proper security damages the economic services and keeps it from the market, while instability and insecurity stop technology and industry activities, and cause deterioration of property and facilities. In a society which is not secured enough, looters and illegal powerful groups break the law and violate the rights of the people.
Low Standard of Living
Another most important indicator of poverty is the low standard of living of the population, which consists of feeding, clothing, housing and life comforts. Adequate food as one of the basic necessities of life is considered a major factor for health, physical ability, and intellectual growth. Clothing is also another need of people to be achieved in terms of wants, desires, and seasons of the year. Housing is also one of the basic necessities in order to spend the night and have rest.
Poverty is when people do not have a good standard of living. A poor standard of living may include not having access to clean drinking water, a house that is in a bad condition or, not being able to make enough money. Poverty may also mean that people are in poor health and cannot a ord to see a doctor or buy medicine (Purves, 2008, p. 5) . e housing conditions of the Afghan population can be de ned as poor, with large di erences between urban and rural communities (CSO, 2014, p. 95) . erefore, lack of foods, clothing, and housing mean a low standard of living.
Education
Illiteracy, low level of literacy, lack of higher education, and lack of knowledge of the people across the country are also considered as one of the indicators of poverty. A low level of education is an important factor which presents management de ciencies, improper use of funds, non-normative and policy making for growth and development. e head of the household is mostly responsible for household livelihood and his attribute is the strongest determinants of poverty. As shown in table 2, the head's literacy status (27.6%) is less than the illiteracy rate (41.6%). In addition, the illiteracy rate for the poor population is high, therefore, higher illiteracy rate here means higher poverty rate. Table 2 Household Head Characteristics (%) Source: Data Adapted from CSO, 2014 e existence of about 60 percent illiterate people of which a majority lives in rural areas can play an important role in the spread of the poverty. Now, about six million children are deprived of going to school and more than one million two hundred thousand children panhandle and are involved hard work. Education is closely related to the level of poverty in Afghanistan. Surely the education creates better jobs for the family members in order to earn money. e NRVA 2007/08 reveals that: "Both the literacy and education levels of the household heads tend to correlate with lower level of poverty. e poverty rate falls steadily as the head becomes more educated." (MoE, 2010) . Table 3 Net attendance rate by residence, education level, and sex (%) Table 4 shows that 77.1% of the adult population (25 years or over) in Afghanistan have no formal education. For men this is around 64.5% and for women 90.3%. It seems that only one-third of men could further their education, but it was possible only for one-tenth of women. Overall, around 12% of the adult population in Afghanistan have more than a primary school education (excluding Islamic schooling), which is corresponds to 19% of the men and 4% of the women. Table 4 Population 25 years over, by sex, and by educational attainment (%) Source: Data Adapted from CSO, 2014
Unemployment
Unemployment is also considered one of the main causes of poverty in the country, especially in rural Afghanistan. e unemployment rate in Afghanistan is estimated to be 40%. us, the high unemployment rate and low salary are other challenges in Afghanistan which raised the poverty rate all around the country. e existence of more than 4 million unemployed young people can be considered to represent the bitter truth. e youth unemployment as a proportion of total unemployment is 39 percent (CSO, 2014, p. 33) . Table 5 demonstrates that poverty is correlated with underemployment and unemployment. e underemployment and unemployment rates for the head of household are 41.6 and 39.4 percent respectively. In addition, 38.2% of the heads of households are inactive and are not able to engage in any type of work. us, the poverty rate is high when there are such incidents. Table 5 Labour Market Characteristics (%) Source: Data Adapted from CSO, 2014 Work and jobs for the population as a fundamental element of life are seen as a way to earn income, providing the possibility to meet the needs of the society. Labour shortages and rising unemployment spread economic, political, and social problems in society as well as bring physical and mental problems. As shown in table 6, labour force participation for males is 80% at the national level, while for females is 18.5%. e employment rate for males is higher compared with that of females. As a result, high unemployment rate caused families to earn less income, which do not cover all their daily expenses. Table 6 Labour force indicators by sex and residence (%) Source: Data Adapted from CSO, 2014
Economic Dependence
Economic dependence is the most obvious consequence of poverty. It is also the most important factor in terms of backwardness and political a liation. Individual and a society that has su ered from economic dependence progressively lose its status over time in the prevalence of disorders that arise in the personal and social environment. Poor communities often have valuable raw materials but due to lack of capital are not able to produce industrial goods. As a result, they often have no choice except to export low priced raw materials to industrialized countries and then import the higher priced manufactured products. erefore, exporting raw materials and importing goods in some developing countries are relevant to economic dependence.
Absence or Lack of Investment
Absence or lack of investment is also an indicator of poverty. is phenomenon causes the ine cient use of the resources across the country. erefore, the economic sectors such as agriculture, industry, and services are not improved in order to solve the challenges and problems that communities faced.
Lack of Strategic Planning
One of the major causes of poverty in Afghanistan has been lack of strategic planning of governments, or lack of accurate and comprehensive strategy to reduce poverty across the country. Past governments have not been formulating programs or important steps to eradicate poverty that has raised di culties to the current Government of Afghanistan. e lack of a detailed plan for a prosperous rural economy that makes up about 70% of the total population can be recognized as a major cause of poverty.
Drought and Natural Disasters
Afghanistan is a country with a high-risk pro le, due to a combination of climatic and natural circumstances and being a historically grown hotbed of social and political con ict and economic vulnerability (CSO, 2014, p. 105) . Countries like Afghanistan are unprepared to deal with natural disasters. Floods, plant diseases, droughts and locust infestations can lead to food shortages and poverty.
Lack of Population Control
e lack of population control within the family is another factor of poverty in Afghanistan. Large number of children in families in which there is no chance for education, health, food and other requirements can take down most of the families in poverty. Poorer households have more dependents. In many cases, one or two family members are working and earn less income, therefore, the income per capita in terms of household size is too low and does not cover the daily expenses. According to the Ministry of Economic (2010) " e number of family members in a household can put pressure on food and other resources, therefore signi cantly pushing the household toward poverty. e overall average household size in Afghanistan is 7.3 persons. Poorer households are larger with an average size of 8, while non-poor households have an average 6.9 members."
Income Generation Sources
Agriculture and livestock activities are the main source of income generation for families in most parts of the country. e majority of family members are engaged in agriculture and livestock. In most rural areas, agricultural products are mainly for home consumption. Any surplus is too little to bring to market and thus families often cannot earn enough to pay for education and healthcare. erefore, agriculture and livestock in terms of low productivity are critical to poverty reduction and economic development. Table 7 shows the main income sources for households in rural and urban areas. e main source of income for households in urban area is non agricultural activities such as wage non-farm (44.3%); trade, craft and transport (36.6%). On the contrary, the main source of income generation for households in rural areas is farming (44.3%) with more than 50% of their own consumption. Overall, at the national level the main income sources are farming and wage non-farm (36.2% and 29.9% respectively). 
Disability
Households headed by disabled persons are considered poorer to other families. Due to a long time of war across the country, a lot of people have lost part of their body which has made them disabled. In this regard, the disabled people are almost the poorest in many communities. Most disabled people are males, who were traditionally obligated to work outside of the house and females remain as housewives. erefore, many disabled are not able to work and earn income thus the family members su er from poverty.
Access to Basic Services
Public services and facilities are very low in the rural areas of Afghanistan. Access to basic services such as health, clean water, electricity, and sanitation is also related to poverty and the overall well-being of people in Afghanistan. e lack of e ective government has caused the collapse of health services in the country and it has left a great impact on human capital. In the past, due to a lack of medical facilities, the mortality rate of mothers and children were very high. Overall the health condition is very serious across the country, but the rural communities su er more. Health centres, hospitals, and doctors that can deliver prevention services are not enough and lack of essential medicines and medications are other major factors that have made the health situation worse. Mostly the rural communities are not able to invest in the health care of their children in order to decrease the mortality rate.
Mostly, the poor families do not have access to the basic services across the country. Lack of access to these public services is another critical issue for poor people, which lead them to su er from poverty and remain poor for a long time. As shown in table 8, less than one quarter (23%) of poor families have access to safe drinking water, around one-quarter have access to electricity, and only 2% of them have access to sanitation. Access to safe drinking water, electricity, and sanitation for non-poor families is (29%, 45%, and 7% respectively). In many rural areas, the poor spend more time collecting water for drinking and daily use. Drinking water resources including lakes and streams are located far from some residential areas. In this regard, some family members must walk hundreds of meters to water sources and spend signi cant time collecting water. Access to health services is a multi-dimensional concept. It not only relates to the physical distance to health facilities or the travel time involved, but also involves the cost of travel and services, as well as opportunity costs, cultural responsiveness to clients' needs, mobility of women, and even the 'value' attached to the health and survival of speci c household members, such as children and women (CSO, 2014, p. 83).
Political Instability and External Intervention
Afghanistan, because of its strategic location, has been a victim of external intervention throughout modern history. e British Empire and Czarist Russia made several failed attempts to dominate and control it. e British imperial government was keen to make Afghanistan the 'bu er state' between British India and Czarist Russia. e British fought three Afghan wars -two in the 19th century and one in 1917 -but each time it met with failure and disappointment (Baral, 2013, p. 701) . Afghanistan is a place where foreign troops come into the country from other continents to portray their ascendency. erefore, in the second decade of the 21 st century and the fourth wave of security dialogue based on military security, political, economic, social, environmental, and cultural ows, Afghanistan's problems cannot be studied by a traditional security perspective. Afghanistan has been at war for 30 years.
But there is a contradiction regarding the role of international actors in Afghanistan for bringing peace and security, or insecurity and crisis. Afghanistan is now the centre of controversy in other countries. e military strategy in Afghanistan lost its use. Military cooperation in terms of ghting against al Qaeda and the Taliban had positive achievements in the country. In the past 10 years, democratization also had positive achievements in the country. at is why the strategy of economic cooperation solves the problems of the country. Human and nancial statistics of the last ten years show that when regional and international cooperation in Afghanistan is realized, spending is reduced. In 2004, a total of 60 people were killed by NATO in Afghanistan. is gure rose in 2010 to more than 700 people. America has been spending over $ 2 billion a week in the Afghanistan war (Centre for Strategic Research, 2011) . is demonstrates that the only solution in Afghanistan is one of regional and international cooperation.
Political Competition of Afghanistan's Neighbours
South Asia: One important issue which caused the continuing crisis in Afghanistan is that the country is located in South Asia. Mainly competition between India and Pakistan has negatively impacted on the stability and the security of Afghanistan. ese two countries (India and Pakistan) have been competing with each other on the basis of religion and geography for a long time. India is interested in acting as a regional and international power, but faces security problems with Pakistan.
Both India and Pakistan are aware that what happens in Afghanistan will have a signi cant impact on their long-drawn adversarial relationship. Each of them appears to think that a government of its choice in Kabul would tilt the balance of power in the subcontinent in its favour. India may gain su cient leverage over Pakistan by defeating the latter's design and move in Afghanistan (Baral, 2013, p. 711) . In fact, the India-Pakistan competition has merged them together and re ects their relations with countries outside the region, such as those with China, Iran, USA, and Afghanistan. In recent years, the USA has begun to play in this particular game. e USA tries to be close to Pakistan. Washington plays the game through competition with China and India, as well. China tries to be close to Pakistan in order to compete with India. In fact, the relationship between India and Pakistan with countries outside the region is based on the competition between the two countries. Pakistan's relationship with Afghanistan is based on two reasons: rst, it prevents Pashtun independence; second the prevention of Afghanistan developing a close relationship with India. India has also pursued its interests through its relationship with Afghanistan: to show its strength internationally, that there is a regional power, and to observe the behaviour and actions of Pakistan.
Central Asia: Central Asian countries have a common geography, cultural heritage, and security issues. e problem the Central Asian countries have is the most threatening to the stability of their own security.
reats such as terrorism, weak institutions, identity crises, economic problems, and others have internal as well as external causal factors. For example, Central Asian narcotics' tra cking is a threat to regional security.
Countries with common security also compete on many issues such as water. Another issue is boundaries. ere is a competition on terrorism. For example, the Islamic Party of Uzbekistan, which causes tension in the region, works in Afghanistan. e Central Asian security complex has three categories of actors. Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan are stronger countries in terms of economics, politics, and security. Two countries, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, are the poorest countries in the region. Turkmenistan is placed between the two groups. Competition in this region is between stronger countries and countries outside the region of Central Asia which play a role based on their competition. ere is less cooperation between Afghanistan and Central Asia. Central Asia tries to prevent the entrance of drugs and terrorism in the region, therefore is keeps away from Afghanistan. In addition, Russia and China are trying to play leading roles in the region.
e Persian Gulf: e third security complex is the Persian Gulf region. Competition between Iran and Saudi Arabia is also another challenge for Afghanistan. Moreover, the USA with the support of Saudi Arabia is trying to reach its political goal through Afghanistan.
During the Soviet occupation in Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia was the only country that, based on religion and wealth, had a strong opposition against the in uences of the Soviet Union. With a communist coup in Afghanistan and the Soviet occupation, Saudi activities were expanded more than before. Saudi Arabia entered Pakistan to ght against communism. Saudi Islamic organizations have tried to build mosques and religious schools in Pakistan, especially the border region of Pakistan where Pashtun communities lived. Afghan youths, who during war did not have schools, were attracted to the religious schools in Afghanistan and Pakistan, therefore the in uence of Saudi Arabia increased in these countries, resulting in most of the Taliban leaders having studied for several years in Saudi Arabia and trained in Pakistan or Saudi Arabia.
DISCUSSION
e above mentioned indicators show that the level of poverty in Afghanistan is very high. ese indicators are interrelated with each other and negatively impact the well-being of the overall community, push-ing it to live in poverty. First, con ict generated insecurity, with numerous adverse e ects on the poor. e collapse of the state and rule of law resulted in local power-holders taking control in regions and localities, often with no check on their authority. An estimated 5.9 million Afghans left the country and one million Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) were displaced within Afghanistan, making one in every three Afghans a refugee or an IDP. Second, the con ict destroyed physical capital, including the small-scale traditional infrastructure which the rural poor relied on for livelihoods as well as personal assets. ird, the lack of an e ective state led to the collapse of public service delivery and took a heavy toll on human capital. Under the Taliban administrative, school attendance was low and girls were almost completely barred from attending schools. Infant and under-ve mortality, as well as maternal mortality, were estimated to be among the highest in the world, and malnutrition a ected about 50 percent of children under age ve. " e average life expectancy was little more than 40 years, similar to the pre-con ict level (World Bank, 2005, p. 16 )".
As Afghanistan faces many challenges and a high percentage of the populations live under the poverty line, how can poverty be reduced in Afghanistan? Since many factors caused Afghanistan to remain as a poor country and a large number of populations su er from extreme poverty, it is not easy to answer this question. But there are many prospective solutions, such as regional economic integration and peace building across the country. In an integrated development approach, issues of basic service provision and interventions aiming to balance the vagaries of informal labour markets in Afghan cities need to go along with e orts to support the poor in extending, strengthening and diversifying their social assets (Schutte, 2009, p. 483) . I argue that integrating Afghanistan into a regional framework with its neighbouring countries will change the situation for all the countries in the region, as well as for the international community. Integration and regional cooperation provide security for all the countries in the region. For example, controlling the borders will prevent the transferring of terrorism. Provision of security will encourage all sectors in furthering their activities and lead the rural communities to be busy with their agriculture and livestock activities. Soon Afghanistan will experience the transfer of security control from international to Afghan security forces. In this regards, integration and regional cooperation will be an important opportunity for Afghanistan to increase the level of security in the region.
Kozyulin pointed out that: " e Americans believe that Afghanistan's economic problems can be resolved by making the country part of the regional transit and communication networks. But that will require cooperation from neighbouring countries and, insofar as possible, the participation of private investors. Small and medium foreign businesses (including American companies) have already realized the possibilities of cashing in on war, and built some infrastructure on both sides of the Afghan border." (2013, p.73) . With the assistance of its neighbors and through the creation of a peaceful environment, Afghanistan can overcome its historical isolation and take its rightful place in the "Heart of Asia". For example, development of the transportation sector in Afghanistan is a key to facilitate the trade within the region. erefore, the creation of the "New Silk Road" will bene t Afghanistan by bringing together Eurasia and South Asia via new road, rail and energy corridors. As a whole, neighbouring countries will also bene t from such assistance. For example, Kazakhstan, as the largest landlocked country in the world, will have the possibility to access the global market, and South Asia in particular.
In recent years with the increasing crisis in Afghanistan, most experts and even some foreign countries including the United States of America (USA) and France have emphasized the region's role in resolving the Afghan crisis (Centre for Strategic Research, 2011). Additionally, the Centre for Strategic Research (2011) pointed out that many regional and Western analysts realized that the main reason for the lack of control over the situation in Afghanistan by foreign forces was the region's lack of understanding and lack of cooperation with nations neighbouring Afghanistan. ough there is a consensus on the necessity of regional co-operation regarding the Afghanistan crisis, and despite America's policy to integrate the issues of Afghanistan and Pakistan, so far, no regional or international action has been taken in this regard.
Within the contexts and challenges in international cooperation, in uential actors in Afghanistan can be divided into two categories. e main triangle of in uential actors in Afghanistan consists of Iran, Pakistan, and USA. Actors such as Russia, China, India, Saudi Arabia and the Central Asian states are actors who have their own interests in the Afghan issue, but this does not a ect the signi cance of the impacts of the original actors. ese actors usually force their in uence with the help of other actors in Afghanistan. Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates (UAE), and China play a role in Afghanistan through Pakistan. European countries follow the Afghan issue through USA. Cooperation between in uential regional actors is the key to peace and stability in Afghanistan. But the main problem is that the goals and interests of these three actors are not aligned.
In general, the security dynamics between India and Pakistan; between Central Asia and Russia; and between Iran and Saudi Arabia does not allow for a regional solution for Afghanistan. e solution is to accept the security dynamics, but the players must not use Afghanistan for achieving their goals. A solution can be drawn through economic cooperation programs.
Finally, I argue that regional integration and economic cooperation change the situation in all neighbouring countries. e important part of integration and regional cooperation is the stabilization of Afghanistan. Working together to nd political solutions for the Afghan people is essential. e problems of Afghanistan cannot be solved magically, and it must be acceptable that only Afghans can decide the country's way forward. It is better that the social and economic rehabilitation of Afghanistan be of their own e orts, not relying on the international community. Integration and regional cooperation for the improvement of important sectors such as agriculture, education, and infrastructure would have possible impacts on lives of the people of Afghanistan. About 70-80% of Afghanistan's population lives in rural areas. Security and stabilization will encourage Afghans back into their productive activities on the land, which have important economic impacts. In general, by having a secure society, there would be many positive changes, including improved agriculture sector, successful small business enterprises and access to the internal and external markets. As a result, economic cooperation between Afghanistan and its neighbours as well as far away countries would be a key alternative to reduce poverty across the country.
CONCLUSION
Continuous war, security problem and political instability are the important key indicators of poverty in Afghanistan. War, for example, in its turn forced people to immigrate, su er from unemployment and disability. Since the past governments have been involved in war for a long time, there was less attention on providing basic services, such as health, education, and many other public goods and services. Moreover, there is less cooperation between Afghanistan and its neighbors in the region. Lack of regional integration and cooperation forced Afghanistan to be a con ict battle for many countries.
According to the common and con icting goals and motivations of the in uential actors in Afghanistan for Regional Cooperation and the interests of the partnership, the challenges of security in neighbouring Afghanistan are the main obstacles in the development of regional cooperation to solve the crisis in Afghanistan. Despite several initiatives for economic integration, the Afghanistan problem remains a major challenge for actors. Among the three main actors in Afghanistan (USA, Pakistan, and Iran), the goals and bene ts of Iran and the USA require stability and security in Afghanistan. Both countries pay a lot of expenses for the crisis in Afghanistan. But Pakistan is in con ict with the goals and interests of peace and stability in Afghanistan. Indeed, the main obstacle is that out of these goals, the common goals cannot be extracted, while there are competitions. e USA is concerned with the formation of regional cooperation; Iran nds more active role in Afghanistan. Iran is also concerned about the continued presence of the USA in Afghanistan, and consolidating its position in the area of cooperation.
Regional economic and political cooperation would be important alternatives to solving the security problem and reduce poverty in Afghanistan. Insecurity in Afghanistan may a ect the security of neighbouring countries and force them to be involved in solving such big problems for a long time.
